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Anderson’s “O Superman (for Massenet)” (cont.)

ing analytical approaches that may provide insight into 
perceivers’ experiences of Anderson’s performative 
musical idiolect. In an attempt to reopen the discus-
sion McClary started over twenty years ago, this 
essay provides some analytical remarks on the music 
of “O Superman (for Massenet).” Though Anderson’s 
music is central in this discussion, I maintain that ana-
lysts should keep in mind that “when the same object 
is available in several mediated forms”—in the case of 
“O Superman,” as live performance art piece, music 
video, video installation, single, and track on Big Sci-
ence and United States Live (also on Warner Brothers, 
1983)—“the meaning of each one as an experience is 
likely to derive from its relation to another.”14 The inter-
action of these multiple versions has continuously referred 
me back to the musical aspects I address here, which include 
melodic content and issues surrounding rhythm and meter. 

     McClary’s chapter on Anderson illustrates that 
analytical methods centered on tonality—namely 
Roman numeral analysis and its Schenkerian compan-
ion—offer little insight into the harmonic or melodic 
operations of “O Superman.” Viewing this non-compli-
ance with hegemonic methods of Western music theory 
as deconstructive, McClary aptly notes that “O Super-
man” “is in some ways like a performed-out analytical 
reduction” because it offers us “only the binaries that 
underlie and inform the more [harmonically] complex 
narratives of the tonal repertory.”15 The harmonic 
attribute to which McClary refers is the synthesized 
chordal content of Anderson’s single, which consists 
of the alternation between first-inversion A-flat major 

and root position C minor triads (Example 1). For Mc-
Clary, the triadic structure of “O Superman” suggests 
that a tonal analysis of the piece could prove fitting, 
but “even though we are given only two closely relat-
ed triads, it is difficult to ascertain which is structural 
and which ornamental;” we are unable to establish a 
hierarchy of keys.16 Moving forward from these obser-
vations, the parsimonious voice leading engendered by 
this juxtaposition of chords can be seen as a composi-

tional device that facilitates the song’s ambivalent me-
lodic and rhythmic propulsion. Furthermore, given the 
scarcity of clearly voiced and articulated chords in “O 
Superman,” an investigation of melodic pitch content 
and contour seems appropriate. 

     The texture of “O Superman” is generally sparse. A 
looped recording of Anderson vocalizing the syllable 
“ha” on middle C provides an unwavering rhythmic 
pulse; this loop is both the first and last thing we hear, 
and it continues throughout. Other musical elements—
which include synthesized ostinati and droning chords, 
musique concrète chirping birds, and Anderson sing-
ing/speaking into a vocoder— unfold in relation to 
this background pulse. After nineteen beats on “ha,” 
Anderson enters with the melody in Example 2.17 This 
melody includes two motives that recur in other con-
texts throughout the song: the octave leap up on A-flat 
and the rhythmically disorienting move from G to 

A-flat, which occur in the third system of Example 2. 
Notably, both of these motives play into an ambiguity 
of key, dwelling on the single pitch difference between 
C minor and A-flat major triads. The lack of D or D-flat 
in this melody further prevents a designation of key. 

     Interplay between A-flat/G is also evident in an 
ostinato pattern that occurs twice, the first time mono-
phonically (as in Example 3) and the second time 
looped in canon with itself and in varying octaves. 
This ostinato also evidences Anderson’s use of an addi-
tive (/subtractive) musical process, a device characteristic 
of downtown minimalist music.18 By altering the num-
ber of alternations between E-flat and G in each repeti-
tion of this figure, Anderson maintains “the same gen-

Example 1: Parsimonious voice leading 
in chordal content

Example 2: Opening melody (0:08-0:35)



American Music Review Vol. XLIII, No. 2: Spring 2014   23   

Anderson’s “O Superman (for Massenet)” (cont.)

eral melodic configuration,” but through the addition 
or subtraction of two notes, its “rhythmic shape” is 
differentiated.19 This differentiation metrically works 
itself out with 
the last rep-
etition, but 
the expansion/
contraction 
in mm. 2–3 momentarily throws off the placement of 
the downbeat by having the third repetition begin on a 
weak beat (marked with * in Example 3). This would 
be true even if the meter were understood as 2/4 rather 
than 4/4. A similar play on metric assumptions occurs in 
the last phrase of the melody in Example 2, where the final 
repeated G, which falls on an upbeat in either 2/4 or 4/4, is 
prominently accented. The subsequent A-flat downbeat 
is contrastingly deemphasized, as the slur into this 
pitch occludes the looped “ha” pulse and also denies 
the sung downbeat a pronounced articulation. This is 
likely an example of what McClary refers to when she 
notes that the looped pulse changes only contextually, 
“when it is thrown temporarily out of kilter through 
phrasing.”20

     These metrically destabilizing motives are just 
one reason why it is uncannily difficult to entrain to a 
metric scheme in “O Superman” despite its rhythmic 
regularity. Another factor is the looped “ha,” which 
does not provide any agogic accents that indicate meter. 
Additionally, the extended pauses between melodic 
phrases (as seen in Example 2) stifle their ability to 
project a meter, as it is easy to get lost in the metro-
nomic repetition of a single syllable. This ambiguity 
is compounded by the fact that even when melodies 
are repeated—as the melody in Example 2 is directly 
following its exposition—the lengths of the pauses be-
tween phrases are not consistent. Extending the ques-
tion of meter to “O Superman” as performed in United 
States (and recorded on United States Live) provides 
yet another complication. The piece directly before it, 
“Beginning French,” ends with twenty seconds of only 
the looped beating of a gavel. Crucially, this pulse is 
the same tempo as the opening solo “ha” loop of “O 
Superman.” As the latter loop is faded in, it is initially 
configured as a backbeat to the gavel’s pulse. Gradual-
ly, though, as the two pulses trade dynamic levels and 
the gavel is faded out, the remaining pulse is eventu-
ally reinterpreted as primary. So, in live performance 

(and its recorded ghost), even the rhythmic beginnings 
of “O Superman” are in flux. With all these meter-indi-
cating factors being obscured, the entrances, rhythmic 

content, phras-
ing, and lengths 
of melodies and 
other sonic events 
become the main 

avenues through which meter can become perceptible. 

     The always-emergent process of constructing meter 
in “O Superman” bears similarities to what Mark Butler 
describes in relation to rhythm and meter in electronic 
dance music (EDM). Butler argues that “an ongoing dia-
lectic between fully formed ‘meter’ and pure, unadorned 
‘beats’” is characteristic of EDM.21 Positing this fea-
ture as a reason why listeners find EDM interesting 
despite its repetitive structures and rhythms, Butler 
argues that in EDM, the “construction of meter is 
foregrounded as a process. Often just one or two 
layers are present, especially at the beginning of 
tracks.”22 When two rhythmic layers are present, they 
are typically “the first interpretive layer and the pulse 
layer.”23 This formulation can be neatly traced onto what 
occurs in “O Superman”: the solo pulse layer initiates the 
song and is then joined by the melody in Example 2, the 
“first interpretive layer.” Given these analytic parallels, 
it is plausible that in “O Superman,” as well as in 
EDM, listener interest arises in part from an inclina-
tion towards metric entrainment. In other words, we 
get interested in the unfolding of underdetermined 
metric streams.24 Future investigations might consider 
more fully extending Butler’s discussion of EDM—
which draws on Hasty’s theory of projection—into the 
analysis of metric ambiguity, the potential of melodic and 
rhythmic phrases to project meter, and listeners’ experi-
ences of metric entrainment in Anderson’s music. 

     As I have shown above, the diatonic and triadic 
pitch content of “O Superman” evokes functional to-
nality but categorically resists establishing a tonic, and 
the song’s meter is emergent and underdetermined. 
While I have focused here on musical features in an 
effort to promote interest in and suggest approaches 
to the subject, I do not mean to advocate a conception 
of Anderson’s music as an autonomous, hermetically 
sealed dimension of her cultural production. Rather, 
her music is always in dialogue with other features, 

Example 3: Additive process in first ostinato (2:40-2:49)
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including Anderson’s politicized lyrical language 
games; her (dis)embodied and technologized voice, 
which allows her to uncannily move between different 
personæ and engage multiple discourses simultaneous-
ly; and the visualization of her performative gestures 
both live and on video, which could be integrated into 
discussions of rhythm in particular. Musical analyses 
should therefore not disregard these elements, but instead 
investigate how they establish connections with the musi-
cal dimension in constructing meaning. By following this 
line of inquiry, we may come to more fully under-
stand the ways in which Anderson’s music continues 
to negotiate the social and political terrains of con-
temporary American life.
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“I’ll Be With Him on the Midnight Train to Georgia”: 
The Traveling Woman in 1920s Blues and 1970s R&B
Lindsay Johnson, UCLA
Following Emancipation, African-American men 
found new freedom in travel. What had been largely 
fantasy during slavery was now reality, and for many, 
a necessity. Men migrated out of the South in droves 
in search of work, often leaving their female partners 
behind to care for children or run the household. Trav-
el for African-American women in the first decades of 
the twentieth century was limited, often an “imagined 
reality” just out of reach.1 Many women lived vicari-
ously through the music of women blues singers who 
in their songs spun stories of female autonomy and 
freedom of movement. The singers themselves also 
presented an example of the traveling woman: “Being 
able to move both North and South, 
the women [sic] blues singer occupied 
a privileged space: she could speak the 
desires of rural women to migrate and 
voice the nostalgic desires of urban 
women for home, which was both a 
recognition and a warning that the city 
was not, in fact, the ‘promised land.’”2 

     Like women’s blues of the 1920s, 
female-centered African-American mu-
sic of the 1970s, notably Gladys Knight 
and the Pips’ 1973 crossover hit “Mid-
night Train to Georgia,” thematically 
dealt with migration. While many 
women in the early decades of the 
century waited at home for their wan-
dering men, women moved with their families to Northern 
cities in hopes of economic betterment during the Great 
Migration following World War I.3 These decades of black 
migration reveal complex patterns of out-migration from 
the South, often in cyclical waves as portions of an extend-
ed family moved North or West and back again, though 
with an overall trend towards movement out of the South. 
It was not until the 1970s that the South experienced a 
net increase of African-Americans as migration patterns 
reversed. Black families began to move back to the 
South, typically joining extended family members still 
residing there. Many of those moving had not been born 
in the South but had had childhood experiences there, 
and as they were familiar with family stories, places, 
and friends, the South was the obvious choice for relo-
cation.4 Just as migration patterns reversed between the 

1920s and the 1970s, gender identities and implications in 
“Midnight Train to Georgia” are opposite those in songs 
sung by blues women in the 1920s, though the traveling 
theme retains its metaphor of hope and transcendence.

     Travel was a particularly strong theme in blues 
music of the 1920s: travel via train or one’s own two 
feet, travel to somewhere or away from somewhere. 
The theme of traveling connected simultaneously to past 
musical traditions popular during slavery and hope for a 
better future through the newfound freedom of movement 
after the Emancipation. During slavery, travel themes 
in spirituals linked the North with Heaven (as in “Fol-

low the Drinking Gourd”), or for the 
majority of slaves who could not escape, 
pointed towards freedom in death (as in 
“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” and “The 
Gospel Train”).5

     The blues maintained the theme 
of travel, and for men this travel was 
firmly ingrained in reality. In the 
1920s and 1930s, men often had to 
leave home and become itinerant in 
their search for work, while women 
were generally prevented from such 
travel through familial ties. Travel 
themes in women’s blues provided 
an escapist fantasy for female lis-
teners while also altering societal 

ideas about female independence, sexuality, and self-
determination. In these songs, women’s freedom was not 
limited to movement; it also stood for sexual autonomy. 
And indeed, travel and sexual freedom were commonly 
paired in both women’s and men’s blues songs, wherein 
the singer boasts of having lovers in many different cit-
ies.6 As Angela Davis argues, women’s blues in the 1920s 
generated ideological opposition in black consciousness to 
women’s place in society through these themes of agency and 
travel, thus destabilizing dominant gender politics.7 In claim-
ing autonomy of movement, blues singers and their female 
protagonists claimed sexual agency as well.

     The impetus for travel tended to fall into two main 
camps: 1) leaving or searching for a man with whom 
the protagonist has had a sexual relationship, or 2) 

Gladys Knight & the Pips
Courtesy of Motown Records
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returning home to the South after moving North with 
a man who has subsequently abandoned her. These 
reasons for travel in women’s blues, while they could signify 
dejection, rejection, or failure on the part of the woman, in 
reality served to bolster the protagonist’s confidence and 
project movement and agency, in turn “redefin[ing] black 
womanhood as active, assertive, independent, and sexual.”8

     The desire to return to the South is a long-standing 
trope in not just blues music, but many genres throughout 
the mid-twentieth century, including Country-Western and 
R&B. This theme of returning inevitably indicates other 
regions that one must leave, positioning the South in rela-
tion to the non-South, somewhat at odds with the rest of 
the country. Tara McPherson discusses this relationality 
in Reconstructing Dixie: Race, Gender, and Nostalgia 
in the Imagined South: “if one is to understand the many 
versions of the South that circulate throughout U.S. history 
and culture, one has always to see them as fundamentally 
connected to, and defined in relation to, the non-South.”9 
The South and its histories (both the idealized, mythologi-
cal one and the more realistic one) are inextricably inter-
twined with the histories of the rest of the country. In other 
words, the South takes its identity from its relations with 
the North, the West, or simply the non-South. 

     Many 1970s songwriters used this historical-geograph-
ical opposition as a point of departure for songs about 
traveling, home, and the tensions between city and rural 
life. Songs in this genre often depict Southern protagonists, 
black and white alike, who either specify the city or region 
they would like to leave or communicate a desire to leave 
a generic hyper-urban context, juxtaposing tough urban 
streets with the gentle rural mythology of Southern life.10 
“Everybody’s Talkin’ at Me,” the theme from the hugely 
influential film Midnight Cowboy (1969), is a case in point. 
The protagonist desperately wants to leave the horrors of New 
York City, “backing off of the Northeast wind” to return to 
the South, where life is better even during times of strife, 
where the “sun keeps shining/through the pouring rain.”

     A major factor in the success of such music is its 
grounding in Southern nostalgia, a notion mired in 
social myth, historical stereotyping, and cultural am-
nesia. Music that embraces this theme of sociocultural 
nostalgia for the South takes its place in a long line of 
similar literary tropes, the most prominent being Mar-
garet Mitchell’s Pulitzer prize-winning epic Gone with 

“Midnight Train to Georgia” (cont.)

the Wind. These tropes further cement the notion of an 
idealized, largely fictional Southern culture. McPher-
son describes what she calls our “cultural schizophre-
nia about the South”11: on the one hand, the region 
remains ensconced in marketed images of the South-
ern Belle and plantation life, full of lazy summer after-
noons and mint juleps, compassionate Mammy figures 
and fried chicken, while on the other hand it is the site 
of the horrors and violence of slavery and Jim Crow.12 
The South, well aware of its traumatic history, remains 
“the mythic location of a vast nostalgia industry”13 
aimed at capitalizing on America’s endless fascination 
with the “old South.” Here McPherson assumes a large-
ly white perspective of Southern nostalgia; Southern 
nostalgia among African-American musics seems to 
stem primarily from cultural and familial ties. 

     In women’s traveling blues, the South often repre-
sents a place of promise and hope, a place replete with 
familial bonds that signifies “home.” In “South Bound 
Blues,” the protagonist follows her man to the North, 
is abandoned, and then takes the train home to Georgia 
with a definite sense of relief (“goin’ back to Georgia 
folks, I sure ain’t comin’ back”). As Davis says, “The 
actual return by train to Georgia described in ‘South 
Bound Blues’ can be read as a spiritual identification 
with the black ethos of the South and the cumulative 
struggles black people have collectively waged over 
the centuries.”14 The North here represents an alien, 
hostile, hyper-urban locale, a place of poverty and 
isolation, while the South is the site of a communal 
cultural history bolstered by family ties and familiar 
places. 

     The return migration to the South that began in the 
1970s included many African Americans “returning” 
to the South despite not having lived there previously. 
For them, the South represented a “homeplace” and the 
center of family history.15 Many moved to join pre-
existing households within their families, households 
that likely already felt like a second home. The ease 
of moving “back” to their homeplace was made pos-
sible through strong connections with those still living 
there, friends and extended family whose generosity 
supported new transplants economically, emotionally, 
and logistically.16 The Southern homeplace thus rep-
resented a safe haven, a destination for a bright new 
future built on one’s own (nostalgic) ancestral past.
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     Amid the reverse migration of the early 1970s, 
Gladys Knight and the Pips recorded “Midnight Train 
to Georgia,” which quickly rose to the top of the charts 
to become a crossover success still beloved today. The 
history of “Midnight Train” is unusual: originally con-
ceived as a Country-Western song, it was recorded first 
on acoustic guitar with white male vocals, then by Cissy 
Houston as an R&B song with strong Country-Western 
elements (such as a harmonica playing “Tara’s Theme” 
from Gone With the Wind), and then recorded again by 
Gladys Knight in an entirely R&B version.

     Written in 1972 by Jim Weatherly, a singer-song-
writer from Mississippi, “Midnight Train to Georgia” 
was originally titled “Midnight Plane to Houston.” 
Weatherly was inspired by a trip Farrah Fawcett, his 
friend Lee Majors’s girlfriend at the time, took to visit 
her family in Texas. Thus, Fawcett and Majors were the 
protagonists in Weatherly’s mind as he conceptualized 
the song.17

     After recording the song on his eponymous first 
album Weatherly (1972), Weatherly sent it to Gladys 
Knight to record; clearly he saw potential in using a 
different soundscape for it, and R&B might have been 
an obvious choice for him considering the success of 
his song “Neither One of Us,” recorded by Knight the 
same year.18 Initially, the idea of recording his Country-
Western pieces in the R&B genre had been surprising 
to Weatherly: “I never really imagined writing R&B 
songs.  I really thought I was writing country songs. 
But they heard something in my songs—looking 
back it was probably the way they had a lot of space 
between lyrics.  I didn’t try to fill up everything with 
words or move everything close together. The songs 
would breathe, so you were almost waiting for what 
the next line was, as opposed to the line hitting before 
you were ready to hear it.”19 According to one interview 
with Weatherly, before Knight had a chance to cover the 
piece, producer Sonny Limbo called Weatherly and asked 
to cut the track with Cissy Houston singing.20 In a bid to 
appeal to black audiences (and to radio stations catering 
to black audiences), Limbo and Weatherly decided to 
change the title to “Midnight Train to Georgia.”21 Com-
mercially, this was probably an excellent move, consider-
ing Georgia’s central position in the Southern nostalgia 
industry. Houston’s version came out in 1972, and Knight 
recorded her version in 1973.22

     The main characters of “Midnight Plane to 
Houston” are white, and initially, their genders are 
switched: the woman leaves LA for home, for “a 
simpler place and time.” The final line of the chorus 
was “I’d rather live in her world than live without her 
in mine,” rather than the other way around (“I’d rather 
live in his world than live without him in mine”). It is 
the female character who cannot make it in LA, and it 
is her male companion who follows her. In this version 
the female character succumbs to “traditional” gender 
stereotypes in line with mid-century suburban Ameri-
can ideals, as opposed to those depicted in the re-titled 
version that eventually rose to the top of the charts.  In 
the culture of these “traditional” ideals, it is not sur-
prising that the woman cannot support herself in the 
“real world” of LA; her failure only confirms preset 
gender stereotypes about women who stray from the 
role of homemaker.  When Houston recorded the song, 
producers wanted to create a “genuine”-sounding perfor-
mance; therefore, all the pronouns had to be reversed to keep 
things “honest,” a quality Weatherly desired.23 

     The resulting song repositions the man as a failure 
and effectively emasculates him while granting the 
woman agency of movement. The weakening of the male 
character through return travel to the South stands in direct 
contrast to women’s blues repertory, where for women, 
“movement backward into the African-American historical 
past [became] movement forward, progressive exploration,” 
and those who made that journey projected courage and 
independence.24 In “Midnight Train to Georgia,” the man 
does not seem to be so redeemed. LA is “too much” for 
him; he needs a “simpler place and time” because he 
“couldn’t make it” in the big city, and he slinks away 
in the dead of night. The mention of a one-way ticket 
home in particular signals utter defeat because he 
gives up independence of movement by selling his car 
to pay for the fare. 

     What little agency the man wields in his return home is 
overshadowed by his economic situation, while the woman 
is under no such duress. She elects to follow her love across 
the country to “his world” of rural Georgia and away from her 
own.25 Refusal to stay home and pine away for a man gone 
traveling is characteristic of songs by blues women such as 
“Ma” Rainey and Bessie Smith, where instead, the protago-
nist often sets out to find her lover. “Midnight Train” takes 
this idea one step further—the woman goes with her man 
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from the beginning—though in this case, the man is return-
ing home and the woman is venturing into to new worlds.

     In traveling between the urban and the rural, the 
song’s main characters straddle not only geography, but 
culture, emotion, and time. The man, moving both for-
ward in his lived time and back towards his Southern 
past, is thus linked to a “simpler place and time”: the 
“backwards” rural South, which according to McPher-
son is seemingly suspended in time. The woman 
experiences a movement backwards in time in another, 
more general, way: from an over-developed, techno-
logically dense, hyper-urbanity to the slower-paced, 
almost innocent life of the rural South, which to her 
may feel alien. Two kinds of nostalgia are in play here: 
the man’s experience, in which he returns to the world of his 
childhood and the safety of family and friends; and the wom-
an’s, whose conceptions of the South are necessarily based on 
cultural stereotypes and popular ideas of Southern nostalgia.26 

     The mythology of travel virtually requires an inter-
nal transformation as the outcome, as any good travel 
story can attest.27 Stories of travel in blues literature 
reveal the protagonist’s personal growth and tran-
scendence, while for women blues singers themselves 
the act of touring around the country fundamentally 
altered their lives, “challeng[ing] the normal social 
expectations surrounding female experience.”28 Rain-
ey’s “Lost Wandering Blues,” for example, describes 
an emotional and spiritual journey comingled with 
a physical one, offering myriad possibilities for the 
outcome.29 In “Midnight Train to Georgia” as well, the 
protagonist’s travels function as a catalyst for internal 
transformation. Unlike in the blues, the transformation 
in “Midnight Train” is not text-based, but rooted in the 
harmonies: the gospel chord progression grafted onto 
the descending tetrachordal bass line.

     The steady, stepwise descent of the bass correlates 
with the rhythm of travel, be it the swing of walking, 
tires rolling over the seams on a concrete highway, or 
the constant clickety-clack of a train. The cyclic bass 
line of “Midnight Train” repeats over and over again, 
moving in stately stepwise fashion down to the fifth 
degree, which, when harmonized, points the chord 
progression back to the tonic. Periodically, however, 
this bass line interrupts its cycle with a decidedly gospel 
element: during the verses, every third cycle of the pat-

tern includes a V/V harmony, a gospel “rise” inserted in 
an otherwise straightforward descending tetrachord. 

    The “rise” is a semiotic tradition in gospel music that 
positions the V/V chord as a kind of out of body experi-
ence; it is traditionally used to demonstrate how the body 
might rise up to heaven. The otherworldly destination 
mimics the rapture and illustrates the travel of the soul 
from this world to the next. Other gospel influences in 
Knight’s recording, such as the continual call and response 
and the final improvisatory section, strengthen the V/V’s 
gospel connotations. The presence of such a chord in this 
song suggests Georgia as a kind of heaven on Earth, adding 
to the idyllic yet bittersweet mythical quality of the Southern 
nostalgia that fills Georgia’s coffers of cultural history. Its pres-
ence also reinforces the theme of train travel, calling to mind 
the story of the gospel train that carries the soul up to heaven. 

     Knight’s protagonist is an active participant in her own 
transcendence, engaging in call and response with the Pips 
and singing improvisatory vocalizations with strength 
and confidence. During the song’s coda, the V/V slips out 
of the picture completely as Knight improvises over the 
descending tetrachord with “for love, (I’m) gonna board 
the midnight train to Georgia” and “I’ve got to go, I’ve 
got to go.” In this final section, Knight and the Pips play 
off of each other as they have done for the entire song, 
though with Knight’s heightened improvisatory style the 
coda works itself into a celebratory frenzy as the music 
fades out. Interestingly, the removal of one gospel element 
(the V/V chord), allows for the insertion of another: vocal 
improvisations that move towards a general emotional 
release, a technique that performs ecstasy and rapture. 

     In the fifty years between the height of women’s classic 
blues and the release of Knight’s “Midnight Train to 
Georgia,” African-American migration patterns and gender 
expectations with respect to travel and movement shifted. 
Looking at this shift through the lens of African-American 
female-centered music reveals changes that took place 
with respect to women’s independence, freedom of move-
ment, and self-determination. The traveling woman in the 
1920s was a rarity and a fantasy; by the 1970s, a traveling 
woman was strong and independent. “Midnight Train” 
not only lends the figure of the traveling woman greater 
agency and a newfound sense of adventure, it provides a 
concrete example of a powerful, successful, independent 
female voice through Knight’s performance. Yet the song 
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“Midnight Train to Georgia” (cont.)

also maintains its ties to previous iterations of the same 
theme: freedom of movement and of sexuality, women’s 
autonomy, and, ultimately, transcendence.
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DJ Kuttin Kandi: Performing Feminism
Ellie M. Hisama, Columbia University
As a turntablist, Pinay, poet, feminist, and activist, DJ 
Kuttin Kandi challenges the sexism manifested in hip 
hop and popular music by collaborating with other 
women in her performances, publishing open letters 
about male-dominated lineups, and speaking critical-
ly about controversies such as Day Above Ground’s 
2013 song and video “Asian Girlz.”1 In his recent book 
Filipinos Represent, Anthonio Tiongson Jr. suggests that 
hip hop DJing provides a site for Filipina DJs to negotiate 
gender conventions, sexual norms, and familial expecta-
tions.2 Kuttin Kandi’s performances are a form of critical 
authorship that actively engages a politics of the feminist 
body and are grounded in feminist collaboration.

     A long-time member of the New York-based DJ 
crew 5th Platoon, Kandi was the first woman to place 
in the US finals of the prestigious DMC USA com-
petition in 1998.3 She has toured throughout the US and 
internationally, performing with distinguished musicians 
including Afrika Bambaataa, Kool Herc, Black Eyed Peas, 
MC Lyte, the Roots, dead prez, Immortal Technique, and Le 
Tigre. Kandi has been deeply involved in cultural advocacy 
and grassroots political organizations, having worked with 
Filipino American Human Services and Gabriela Network to 
fight the sexual exploitation of Filipinas, police brutality, and 
sweatshop labor. While living in New York, she taught 
the art of turntabling and DJing at the Scratch DJ Acad-
emy, and taught spoken word and poetry to high school 
students at El Puente Leadership Center in Brooklyn.

     After moving to southern California in 2006, Kuttin 
Kandi started working at the Women’s Center at the 
University of California, San Diego. Although she 
began a sabbatical in 2012 after having heart surgery, 
she recently participated in organizations including the 
All Peoples Revolutionary Front, which “engages crit-
ical knowledge to inform political struggle,” and the 
Peoples Power Assembly in San Diego, which aims to 
“raise awareness around the issues … rooted in racial 
hate, social inequality, and civil injustices” that have 
resulted in tragedies such as the killing of Trayvon 
Martin.4 This year she organized several fundraising 
events in New York and San Diego for those affected by 
Typhoon Haiyan in Southeast Asia in November 2013; 
the survivors include women and children exploited by a 
sex trafficking industry that preys upon those made more 
vulnerable by catastrophic disasters.5  

     Kuttin Kandi’s working-class upbringing undercuts 
the sweeping presumption of an Anglo-Asian overclass 
referenced by Frank Wu, one that is predicated on the 
belief that Asians in the US comprise a so-called mod-
el minority in contrast to a presumed African Ameri-
can-Hispanic underclass.6 Her father immigrated from 
the Philippines in the late 1960s and her mother in the 
early 1970s, and she was born Candice Custodio in El-
mhurst, Queens in 1975. Her grandmother, cousins, and 
other relatives joined the Custodio family in the US, and 
she grew up with fifteen people living in a small house, 
sharing a bedroom with her sister and three cousins.

     In Jersey City, her parents owned a Filipino/a store, 
where they sold food in a turo-turo (“point-point” in Ta-
galog), an informal eatery in which diners choose dishes 
of prepared food, and they were among the first Filipino 
street vendors in New York, selling traditional Filipino 
foods at street fairs including a vegetarian, bean sprout-
based version of ukoy, a Filipino shrimp fritter. When she 
was nineteen, her father died of cancer.  The medical bills 
from his care resulted in the family’s amassing of a mound 
of debt at the same time that her mother’s employer filed 
for bankruptcy. Unable to pay their bills, collection agen-
cies came calling, and the Custodio family had their elec-
tricity shut off and faced foreclosure on their home. If they 
had not managed to sell their house in a three-day window, 
they would have been homeless.7

DJ Kuttin Kandi making music
Courtesy of  Kuttin Kandi
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     As a Pinay, Candice did not fit in either at home 
or at school. She grew up in the predominantly white 
neighborhood of Fresh Meadows, Queens, where she 
knew only two other Asian families; when she and her 
grandmother walked to school, white boys frequently 
made racist comments to them. As a fourth-grader 
attending a public school near the projects in Po-
monock, Queens, Candice was one of only four Asian 
students; most of her classmates were Black and 
Puerto Rican. She recalls “denying [as a child that] I 
was a brown-shaded Pinay, so ashamed I was not the 
same as those around me.”8 Her feelings of “not fitting 
in” and her experiences of racism result from what 
cultural theorist Lisa Lowe identifies as “the project of 
imagining the nation as homogeneous [which] requires 
the orientalist construction of cultures and geographies 
from which Asian immigrants come, as fundamentally 
foreign origins.”9

     A turning point for Candice occurred when she was 
nine and attended the annual school talent show. In her 
words:

“Fresh” by Kool & the Gang came bursting from 
the speakers. … [T]wo Pilipina American girls 
dressed in red hooded sweatshirts and swishy 
pants came from behind the curtains and started 
poppin’ to the beat of the song. They moonwalked 
across the stage, busted waves, and locked on 
rhythm. … The girls simultaneously flipped onto 
the floor and spun on their backs continuously. … 
It was on that night that I sat … wishing I had the 
same confidence that [Johanna and Jeanette] had 
on stage, as they made me proud to be Pilipina 
and gave birth to my first Hip Hop experience.10

Rather than encountering hip hop through the sexist lyrics 
and posturings of male rappers or DJs or through the diva 
image for women cultivated by the industry, Kandi was 
inspired to become a part of hip-hop culture by two Pinay 
b-girls who, through a performance both athletic and joy-
ous, unwittingly helped her to embrace rather than reject 
her ethnic background. Kandi told me that seeing Pinay 
turntablist Symphony perform inspired her to become a 
turntablist herself.11  Kandi has, in turn, inspired other fe-
male DJs including Killa-Jewel from Montreal and Pinay 
DJ One Tyme.12  

Performing Feminism (cont.)

     Like other Filipinas who immigrate to the US, Kandi 
was drawn to the profession of nursing, and she entered a 
nursing program at Queensborough Community College.  
After her father’s death, she suffered from intense depres-
sion and continued to struggle with an eating disorder she 
has had since the age of seven.  In her poem “Blue and 
Red” she writes: 

always depressed
wore the pants baggy
cause I wanted to hide my body
ashamed to be the real me
even to my own family13

Her physical appearance challenges the ways in which 
female Asian bodies have been culturally constructed. 
She is not a stereotypically petite Asian woman. As 
historian Gary Okihiro observes:

Asians embody the geographies of the East and 
nonwhiteness, and the gendering that delineates 
“woman.” The Asian body … reveals that there are 
within the American imaginary masculine races 
and feminized races, and normative genders and 
deviant genders. White manliness in late-nine-
teenth-century America was made, in part, in the 
nation’s imperial project in Asia and the Pacific and 
in the conquest by remasculinized white American 
men of feminine Asian and Pacific peoples...14 

Kandi disdainfully notes that female DJs are expected 
to wear revealing clothing, offering “a certain look” 
with palatable music.15 Unfortunately a number of fe-
male DJs are willing to supply this element to appease 
a sexist, male-dominated industry and perpetuate the 
stereotype of women willing to perform in skimpy 
clothing while haplessly trainwrecking records. 

     The club DJ and the turntablist inhabit differently 
gendered worlds. Mark Katz argues that “girls and 
women are not actively discouraged from battling, 
and are warmly received when they do participate”16 
and he notes that when DJ Qbert was asked about his 
hopes for what the future of turntablism would bring, 
his reply was “More girl DJs.”17 Thus while the female 
party DJ may reap more gigs if she dons a halter top, turnta-
bling and DJ battles require skills of people of all genders.
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Performing Feminism (cont.)

     Kandi emphasizes that performance provides her a 
“way of her own survival.”18 Since her hospitalization 
in 2012, she has written a series of Facebook posts 
titled Notes of a Revolutionary Patient. She has men-
tioned struggles with depression and past sexual abuse, 
thoughts of suicide, and having to deal with negative 
judgments about her body. For her, performing was 
both healing and therapeutic.19 
  
     Kandi was first exposed to the world of DJing by 
her father, who was a DJ who spun at parties and who 
introduced her to the music of Carole King, Michael 
Jackson, Aretha Franklin, and Sly and the Family 
Stone. At age sixteen, she started to practice turnta-
bling at a friend’s house. Not wanting to contribute 
to negative stereotypes about women’s inability to 
scratch while she developed her skills, she practiced in 
secret as a kind of modern-day belle of Fresh Mead-
ows. She learned from watching her then-boyfriend 
Roli Rho. “Seeing him spin at parties with his mobile 
crew, … being able to rock the crowd, inspired me 
to want to do the same. It’s amazing to see people 
dance to music that a DJ plays, and how the DJ has the 
power to control them. When I saw Roli doing all of 
that, I wanted to be a part, too.” Kandi’s desire not to 
sit on the sidelines but to take charge of a room trans-
formed her from a “bedroom DJ” who never displays 
turntabling skills in pub-
lic, to a battle DJ, and she 
started competing herself, 
even eventually beating Roli 
Rho himself in a competi-
tion sponsored by the hip 
hop magazine The Source in 
1998.20  

     After observing hip hop’s 
sexism first-hand, in 1995 
Kuttin Kandi and a woman 
named Helixx C Armageddon formed a twenty-member 
multi-racial all-female crew called the Anomolies. Kandi 
recalls the Anomolies’ origins:

We wanted to form a crew that brought women 
together who shared the common love for Hip-
Hop music. We wanted to start a bond with other 
women who are looking for that same under-

standing and support that we were searching for. 
Although many of us work with men, we still find 
it hard to be able to cope with certain issues that 
some men can’t deal with or understand…. We 
wanted to show that there are women out there 
with skills… who [aren’t] all about sex, greed, 
and violence.21

     As well as meaning “departure from the common 
order,” their name the Anomolies, contains the words 
“No Mo Lies.” Kandi notes that while the Anomolies 
are still redefining themselves nineteen years after their 
founding, she loosely defines them as “open to wom-
*n-identified, trans* and gender non-conforming.”22 

     She first adopted the alias “DJ Candice” which 
evolved into Cotton Candy, and eventually into Kuttin 
Kandi; “Kuttin” refers to the DJ’s art of cutting and 
splicing from one record to another without losing the 
beat.  The term “turntablist” was invented by DJ Babu 
to mean a person who “uses the turntable in the spirit 
of a musical instrument; one who has the ability to 
improvise on a phonograph turntable.”23 DJ Rob Swift 
of the X-Ecutioners argues that “the turntable is a 
musical instrument as long as you [can] see it being a 
musical instrument. You’re dealing with notes, you’re 
dealing with measures, you’re dealing with timing, 

you’re dealing with rhythm. 
It’s just … different tools, 
but the outcome is the same: 
music.”24 Kandi defines 
turntabling as “manipulating 
vinyl through scratching and 
spinning as an instrument of 
expression.”25 

     Scratching refers to 
the pushing and pulling of 
records on the turntable to 

create loops, repeated sections, sound effects, and mu-
sical bursts. David Toop defines turntable scratching 
as “a means of gouging quick, semi-identifiable traces 
of music from the grooves of a record and transmut-
ing these electronically transmitted traces into furred 
and splintered drum noise. … Each individual scratch 
has the quality of tropical birdsong, a richness of tone 
spiked with percussive impact.”26

a-n-o-mo-lies
Courtesy of Kuttin Kandi
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Performing Feminism (cont.)

     Types of scratching include the baby scratch; the 
crab scratch, a complex move that requires four fingers 
on the fader; and a host of other techniques that result 
in a palette of sounds including burps, chirps, and 
rubs. Scratching requires a strong arm, quick wrist, an 
ability to coordinate and juggle multiple tasks at once, 
an encyclopedic knowledge of a range of musics, and 
a compositional sense of how to mix and extract mu-
sical ideas and to manipulate tempo and pitch, attacks 
and decays.  

     Kuttin Kandi can be heard in a section of Fifth Pla-
toon’s “Fifth Platoon Game” scratching over Wreckx-
N-Effect’s  “Rump Shaker,” a tune that, as suggested 
by the title, has overt sexualized content and over-the-
top misogyny in its reduction of women to quivering 
posteriors whose “award is a long sharp sword.”27  
Kandi’s treatment of “Rump Shaker” is a feminist 
intervention through turntablism in a tradition of sexist 
music-making.28 

     Kuttin Kandi’s mixtapes Never Underestimate the 
Power of a Woman (1995) and A Bgirl Stance in a Bboy’s 
World (1997) contain examples of her feminist tracks that 
employ samples of songs by women including Queen 
Latifah’s “Ladies First” and Lauryn Hill’s “Lost Ones.”29 
Her mix CD Scratchalicious displays her extraordinary 
scratching skills.30 On the track “4DXO Break Skratch 
Session,” Kandi takes Lil Mo’s song “Superwoman, Part 
II” from her 2001 CD Based on a True Story and extracts 
a three-second sample of the line “They don’t make 
any girls like me.” She weaves the phrase into an urban 
tapestry of female and male voices, evoking a walk down 
a street in midtown Manhattan or perhaps a self-assured 
woman’s internalized voices.

     In a performance recorded at Tableturns, an open 
turntable event held at the Nuyorican Poets Cafe in New 
York, Kandi recomposes Silver Convention’s 1975 tune 
“Get Up and Boogie” by extending the solo instrumental 
section, and slicing apart both the two-word shouted male 
exclamation (“That’s right!”) and the four-word female 
admonition (“Get up and boogie”).31 She splices together 
the male and female voices to create a choppy, stutter-
ing effect, which results in the tune’s de-dancification—it 
becomes merely noddable—brilliantly undercutting the 
song’s original premise.

     Rather than serving the misogynist goals of a 
male-dominated industry that reaps financial, social, and 
political profits from female labor, Kandi believes that

Hip hop can be a positive tool. Hip hop is a 
culture, but it’s also a tool to reach out to people, 
a tool to express yourself. All music, not just hip 
hop, is a way to express your inner being, to let 
people know who you are inside. It makes people 
understand in ways they can’t understand through 
words. … [Being a DJ gives you] a way to ex-
press yourself and find freedom. Freedom from 
oppression, freedom from self; that’s what hip 
hop is.32

With her multi-pronged challenges to sexism in hip 
hop, Kuttin Kandi shows that feminist DJ authorship 
can be both critical and collaborative, and expands our 
notions of what hip hop can be.
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30 DJ Kuttin Kandi, Scratchalicious, The Combo Platter, vol. 2 
(Room Service, 2002). 

31 Tableturns 2nd Anniversary, dir. John Carluccio (VHS, 1999). 
Kandi performs a shorter version of “Get Up and Boogie” at the 
1998 DMC USA competition. 

32 Michelle Caswell, “Life as a Female Filipino DJ,” asiasociety.org, 
http://asiasociety.org/arts/performing-arts/music/life-female-filipi-
no-dj.
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The H. Wiley Hitchcock Institute for Studies in American Music
and The Ethyle R. Wolfe Institute for the Humanities at Brooklyn College

In collaboration with the Conservatory of  Music, the Department of  Africana Studies, 
and the American Studies Program at Brooklyn College present:

Music in Polycultural America
Speaker Series—Spring 2014

Hair and the Gender Politics of  Late-1960s Youth Culture
Elizabeth Wollman

Elizabeth L. Wollman is an Assistant Professor of  Music at Baruch College. Her research and teaching interests include Ameri-
can popular and vernacular musics, the mass media, the musical theater, gender studies, aesthetics, and the postwar cultural history 
of  New York City. She is author of  The Theater Will Rock: A History of  the Rock Musical, From Hair to Hedwig (University of  Michigan 
Press, 2006), and most recently Hard Times: The Adult Musical in 1970s New York City (Oxford University Press, 2012).

Wednesday, February 26th at 11:00 a.m.
State Lounge: 5th floor, SUBO Brooklyn College

Singing the Gods: Songs of  Devotion, Praise, and Invocation in Brooklyn
Singing associated with religious practice is one of  the ways to achieve relationship with the divine. This special program of  
lecture/demonstration performances teaches how music shapes religious devotion in diverse Brooklyn communities. Performers 
include Rita Silva (Bahia, Brazil candomblé sung invocations); Said Damir with Aminou Belyamani (Moroccan gnawaa) pre-
sented by Hafida Torres; Shobana (Raj) Raghavan with her student Amrita Vijay (Hindu Carnatic); and Winston “Jeggae” 

Hoppie (Caribbean spiritual Baptist ).

Wednesday, April 30th at 11:00 a.m.
Woody Tanger Auditorium, Brooklyn College Library 

Finding Common Ground: Tolerance in Experimental Improvisation
Dan Blake

Composer and saxophonist Dan Blake has led an eclectic career that includes recordings, festival, and television appearances 
with Grammy-winner Esperanza Spalding, works for mixed media like animation and sound installations, as well as the critically 
acclaimed The Aquarian Suite (Brooklyn Jazz Underground Records, 2012), which The Boston Phoenix called “one of  the most 
ridiculously satisfying discs we’ve heard in some time.” Dan Blake recently earned his Ph.D. in composition from the Graduate 
Center, CUNY and his scholarly work focuses on theories of  experimental improvisation.

Wednesday, May 7th at 9:30 a.m.
Amersfort Lounge: 2nd floor, SUBO Brooklyn College

Latin/Jewish Jazz with Anat Cohen, Arturo O’Farrill, and the Brooklyn College Jazz Ensemble
Preconcert talk with Hankus Netsky

An evening of  Afro-Latin big band arrangements of  Jewish dance melodies and Yiddish songs, as well as Latin classics played 
in traditional klezmer settings. Program will feature Afro-Latin jazz pianist and band leader Arturo O’Farrill  with two of  New 
York’s  will be coordinated by Afro-Latin pianist and band leader Arturo’O’Farrill and will most prominent Israeli-born jazz mu-
sicians, clarinetist Anat Cohen and trombonist Rafi Malkiel. Ethnomusicologist Hankus Netsky, leader of  the Jewish Music 
Ensemble at the New England Conservatory of  Music, will present a pre-concert talk on the intersection of  Latin and Jewish 
jazz in New York City.

Thursday, May 15th at 7:00 p.m.
Whitman Hall, Brooklyn College


